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Effects of Pre-PREVIEW Information Mailings

on Academic Choices and Performance
1

Richard G. Weigel and Thomas T. Smith

Student Development marts

Vol. VIII, No. 4, 1970-71

Abstract

Prior to their attendance at a summer orientation program, 339 students
were mane! their own student profile, materials for its interpretation,
and in7ormation on factors important in academic choices. A control
group of 321 students received no mailed materials. Both groups subse-
quently participated in a standard orientation program (PREVIEW CSU), in
which the sate topics were discussed. More students receiving the mailed
materials report:d that they might change their majors thisl did those not
receiving the materials, however no actual difforence4 Letween groups were
noted in number of major changes during the first two terms of college, the
time irajor changes occurred, or fall term GPA. The results suggest that
materials mailed to students to heighten the effects of orientation pro-
grams may be of r.uestionable value if the same content is adequately
covered at the orientation program itsolf.

1
A paper presented at the Pocky Mountain Psychologi:.a) Associatimn, Denver,

1971. This study $.1as supported by funds from the Office of Summer Sessions
and the Office of Student Development Studies and Programs, Colorado State
University. Thanks are due to E. R. netting for his coneultaann, tha staff
of PREVIEW CSU 1970 for their assistance in the data conection, and to
Dorothea M. Bellinger, Glen R. Holsinger, and Margaret M. Fonte for pro-
cessing the data. Appreciation is also expressed to the Office of Academic
Advising, 0 Tice of Student Relations, and Office of the Registrar for their
cooperation.
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Since its Inception, there have been a number of studies performed

to evaluate the summer orientation program at Colorado State University.

Aspects of PREVIEW CSU have been investigated by Ivey and Miller, 1SA3;

Schoemer, 1966; Cole and Ivey, 1966; Ivey and Miller, 1967; Donk and Oetting,

1967; aurae and Schoemer, 1969; Furst and Smith, 1969; and Donk and Hinkle,

1971. On the whole, these studies have indicated that PREVIEW has had

beneficial effects for the students and parents participating, and has

provided wIluable public' relations for the university.

An integral part of PREVIEW presentations in recent years has been a

session devoted to discussion of university and departmental academic

standards, and the students' oml profile of potential success in various

majors (based on S'.1. scores and high school rank). This session was de-

veloped in an attempt to facilitate thoughtful initial academic decisions,

in particular, choice of initial major. Nevertheless, there is reason to

doubt whether the procedure of providing such information during the same

1st a student must ,noose his major allows sufficient time for such impor-

tant information to be both digested and discussed by the student and his

family Lzfore a decision mast be reached.

Other institutions, such as the University of Illinois (Gilbert and

Ewing, 1963), have found that the mailing to students of personally relevant

materials pertaining to their academic and career choices can be a parti-

cularly fruitful technique for coping with this difficulty. CSU has made

little attempt to maximize the effects of mailings to entering students.

Indeed, Donk and Hinkle (1971) found that 45t of students entering PREVIEW

felt that tha information they received before their attendance had not

sufficiently informed them about the university.

The present study, therefore, was designed to evaluate if pre-PREVIEW



-2-

mailings tt students of selected materials pertinent to their academic and

career choices while at PREVIEW might facilitate the student's choice of a

most appropriate initial major and/or his early academic career.

Method

The subjects were 670 Ltudents attending the 1970 PREVIEW CSM. Stu-

dents attending PREVIEW on three target days (N 339) served as the Experi-

mental Group, while those attending on three other target days (N = 321)

comprised the control group.

Following the procedure of Robin (1965), Experimental Group Ss were

sent a letter approximately two weeks before their date of PREVIEW atten-

dance informing them that they would shortly receive .important materials

pertinent to academic and career decisions to be made by them during PRE-

VIEW. One week Yefore their PREVIEW attendance they received a packet of

materials inclilding: (1) a cover letter urging their careful attention

to other enclosed mater;als, (2) their student profile, including their

SAT scorns, high school rank, and predictions of success in various majors,

and (3) an "action program" titled "Your Academic Career at CSU: The First

Sten"--this 16-page paper included information for self-interpretation of

the profile, information for understanding the implications of the profile

for their potential success in various majors, and information on factc.8

which should be considered in academic and career choices (the first of which

is initial choice of major). Also included was a worksheet keyed-in to the

"action program", which they were strongly urged to fill-out and discuss

with their .families before attendance at PREVIEW. This worksheet, in

essence, required the student to develop an assessment of his potential for

success in the major he had chosen. It is presented in Appendix A.
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It was planned that the program at PREVIEW for the Experimental Group

on "Discussion of Student Profiles" could be modified slightly from the

standard presentation because of the prior information made available to

the Ss: it was to include a possibility for a somewhat higher proportion

of discussion and a somewhat lower proportion of information dissemination.

Care was to be taken, however, to accommodate the fact that some Ss might

have diligently filled-out their "action program" worksheet, while others

might not. In point of fact, however, the program on "Discussion of

Student Profiles" WO3 not modified for the Experimental Group, for the

leaders found these Ss to be in no way dissimilar to the Control Group Ss

in their need for information to be disseminated to them.

At the end of the "Advising and Registration" program at PREVIEW, which

came late in the day, Experimental Group Ss were asked to complete a ques-

tionnaire which included questions designed to evaluate:

(I) how comfortable they felt about their choice of major;

(2) Now likely they felt it to be that they would change their

major:: by differert times in their academic career;

(3) the GPA they perceived their studet profile indicating

they would be most likely to achieve in their major;

(4) the GPA they felt they really would achieve; and

(5) the GPA they felt they were ideally capable of achieving.

In addition, further questions assessed their involvement with the

mailed materials, and their effect. These items were designed to evaluate:

(a) whether they had gone through the mailed materials and

filled-out the "action program";

6
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(b) whether they had disclssed with their families the impli-

cations of the mailed materials for their academic choices

and/oz performance; and

(c) whether they had changed their minds about their major

as a function of mailed materials and/or as a function

of PREVIEW presentations.

Control Group Ss were used for comparison purposes, and received no

pre-PREVIEW maiiings. They participated in the standard PREVIEW presenta-

tion on "Discussion of Student Profiles". Parallel to the Experimental

Group, Control Group Ss were asked to complete a questionnaire at the end

of the "Advising and Registration" program at PREVIEW. This questionnaire

included the same questions as noted in 01 through #5 above, but did not

include those questions assessing involvement with the mailed materials

(i.e. a through c), since they had not received the mailed materials.

Records of official changes in major were kept for all Ss. These

were recorded in the following categories: (1) before fall term, 1970,

(2) during fall term. 1970, and (3) during winter term, 1970-71. The

GPA earned by each S during the fall term, 1970, was also recorded.

Thus it was possible to examine the effects of the pre-PREVIEW mail-

ing on the questionnaire responses, actual major changes, and fall term GPA.

Data Analyses and Results

Questionnaire data, change o? major data, and GPAs were card-punched

for subsequent analyses. Because of the complexity of the comparisons to

be made, a variety of statistical techniques were employed. These included

analysis of variance, chi-square, Student's t, and a test of differences

between proportions.

7
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Treatment Effects on Experimental Group

Questionnaire responses of the Experimental Group indicated that 80%

of those responding found the mailed materials to be helpful to them, and

that 6.8% made decisions to change their majors based upon them.

The degree. of attention given to the materials by the Experimental

Group Ss (assessed by their responses to the following choices: (a) read

through them, but did not fill-out a worksheet, (b) filled-out a worksheet

for one major, and (c) filled-out a worksheet for more than one major) was

found to be systematically related neither to actual mcjor changes sib-

sequently occurring, nor to subsequent GPA. Degree of attention to tne

materials was found to be related to only two questionnaire responses! those

who gave most attention to the materials were more likely to feel they

might change their major at some time during their freshman year (F = 3.36,

p <.01), and more likely to change their major some time during their

academic career (F m 4.72, p < .01) than were those who gave less atten-

tion to the roterials.

Similarly, the degree of involvement of others by the Ss with the

materials (assessed by their responses to the following choices: (a) did

not discuss with anyone, (b) went over materials with parents, (c) went

over mai.eials with other family members, and (d) went over materials with

someone outside the family) was found to be systematically related neither

to actual major changes subsequently occurring, nor to subsequent GPA.

Degree of involvement of others with the materials was found to be related

to only one questionnaire response: those who involved the most other

'people with their mailed materials predicted a higher GPA for themselvns

than did those who involved no or few other people (F m 2.09, p < .05).
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Comparisons of Experimental and Control Groups

Behavioral Data: No systematic difflrence between groups were noted

in the number of Ss changing their major through the first two terms of

college, nor were differences observed in the period of time at which

major changes occurred. No systematic diferen,:es between the groups

were noted for fal.1 term GPA.

Questionnaire Data: Of the 16 questionnaire items responded to by

both Experimental and Control Ss, differences between groups were noted

on four items. Ss of the Experimental Group were more likely to feel they

mdght change their major during the fall term (t = 2.07, df = 654, p < .025),

at some time during their Zreshman year (t = 1.81, df = 654, p < .05), and

at score time during their total academic career (t = 1.93, df = 655, p < .05).

Experimental Group Ss predicted higher GPAs for themselves than did Control

Group Ss (t = -3.88, df = 658, p < .005). No differences between groups

were noted for the remaining items: deciding to change majors before

attending PREVIEW; deciding to change major while at PREVIEW, attending

meeting for undecided students at PREVIEW; comfort felt in decision made in

choosing major; likelihood of changing major before or on entering CSU in

the fall; helpfulness of student profile; accuracy of interpreting student

profile; feeling of accuracy of student profile in predictim of performance;

personally ideal GPA; expectancy for CSU grades compared to high school

grades; feelings that admission indicated their potential for academic

success; and knowledge that, motivation alone will not make :me successful

in any major he chooses.

9
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Discussion

Although the Experimental Group felt the materials mailed to them to

be helpful, it must be questioned whether their valua was of sufficient

merit to justify their use in addition to the on-campus PPEVIEW

program.

As was noted, the Experimental Group anticipated more likelihood of

their changing majors than did the Controls. Indeed, increased attention

to tt.e mailed materials in the Experimental Group appeared to lead to an

increased anticipation of likelihood of change. This latter findiug must

be tempered, however, for it may well be that those Ss who gave most atten-

tion to the materials did so because they were unsure of their major choice

to begin with.

Experimental Group Ss, however, actually chalged their majors with no

greater frequency than did the Controls. It had been anticipated that the

mailed materials might well lead to more initial changes in the Experimental

Group while at PREVIEW than the Controls (based on having had more time to

assimilate the data pertinent to themselves), but that his pattern might

reverse as the school year wore on. It was anticipated that Control Group

Ss, who had been forced to make hurried choices, might have an even higher

rate of change of major later in the year. In essence, it was felt that

getting started in an appropriate major would eventually lead to fewer

changes of major, and perhaps even a heightened GPA for the Experimental'

Group. But, as has been noted, no systematic Group differences were noted

in the number of major changes, time of major changes, or GPA. Quite

obviously, the data did not confirm the predictions.

It should be noted that having students change their major was not a

10
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yr, 6T,

goal of the mailed materials (nor PREVIEW). Ratner, they were designed to

lead the students to examined thought about the choice of major they had to

make. That the Experimental Group felt they might change their inajoxo t4trh

a higher frequency than did the Controls may be due to the fact that the

mailed materials stressed that there was no lost "face" in making a switch,

although it must also be noted that this was also presented verbally at

PREVIEW. ht the present time, an index of major difficulty is being developed

which will make it possible to re-examine these major change data in order

to determine whether there might be group differences in changing toward

majors more amenable to students' academic ability.

The Zxperimental Group Ss predicted a higher GPA for themselves than

did the Controls. Indeed, involvement of a number of other people with the

mailed materials in the Experimental Group appeared to lead to an increased

prediction of GPA. This finding is eomewhat surprising. It had been anti-

cipated that the mailed materials might dampen the typical entering fresh-

man's unrealistic expectation for his college performance. This was not

the case. The cause of these results is open to speculation.

The overall lack of meaningful differences between groups in the anti-

cipated direction may speak highly for the verbal presentations at PREVIEW.

It seems reasonable to infer that the presentations are so cogent that the

student does not need extra 'ime to assimilate the information. An alter-

native explanation might be that the mailed materials did not have suffi-

cient stimulus value to alter students' behaviors. Were it possible, it

would be interesting to see if the effects of the mailed materials without

PREVIEW attendance would compare favorably with those of the verbh1 presen-

tations. If so, it might be reasonabla to consider using the mailed mater-

ials with those students who for some reason may be unable to attend PREVIZW

CSU.

11



-9-

Thus, although some differences were shown between groups, they do

not appear to be of sufficient value to rarit the present mailed materials

Leing used in addition to on-campus presentations. These findings may be

generalized to suggest that materials mailed to students to heighten the

effects of orientation programs may be of questionable value if the same

content is covered at the orientation program itself:

12
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